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THE ENGLISH SCHOOL OF PAINTING

(continued from p. 278).

IN Reynolds' work we find no English characteristics. So little
did he value individuality and beauty of style that, like the
foreigners, he employed students to paint the draperies and even
the hands in his portraits. Being devoid of humour he was the
only English painter qualified to paint classical and allegorical
subjects.

Reynolds came of a family of scholars and prided himself on the
friendship of some of the most learned of his day, especially that
of Dr. Johnson. He increased his reputation by their approval,
and the fact that they knew nothing whatever about painting
escaped notice.

Df. Johnson was pleased to be considered a friend of the arts,
and at Reynolds' request wrote a preface to the catalogue of the
first public exhibition of English pictures. He wrote also a private
letter to Baretti on the subject which is an interesting commentary.
"This exhibition," he writes, "has filled the heads of artists and
lovers of art. Surely life, if it be not loDg, is tedious ; since we are
forced to call in the assistance of so many trifles to rid us of our
time—that time which never can return."

The only people who resisted Reynolds and denied him the
position of lawgiver were the other English painters, and of these
the most formidable was Hogarth. Hogarth opposed the founda-
tion of the Royal Academy with all his energy. He prophesied the
evils for which that institution has since been responsible and
never ceased by word, pen and graver, to expose the fallacies of
Reynolds' teaching and ridicule his pompous and patronising
attitude.

Reynolds, I have said, had the scholars on his side, but Hogarth
could count amongst his most intimate friends such men as Garrick
and Fielding, who appreciated his work far better than Johnson
and Goldsmith could appreciate that of Reynolds. Garrick sat to
Hogarth and bought his pictures when no one would bid for them
at the auctions, or take tickets in the lotteries by which Hogarth
tried to dispose of them. Fielding wrote his praises and introduced
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one of his characters into " Tom Jones " with no other description
than a reference to Hogarth's engraving.

Another sympathiser in the struggle against the blind acceptance
of foreign standards was Laurence Sterne who struck a blow for
the English painters in " Tristram Shandy " where he says—

" — And did you step in, to take a look at the grand picture in
your way back ?—'Tis a melancholy daub ! my lord ; not one
principle of the pyramid in any one group I—and what a price !—
for there is nothing of the colouring of Titian—the expression of
Rubens—the grace of Raphael—the purity of Dominichino—the
correggiescity of Correggio—the learning of Poussin—the airs of
Guido—the taste of the Carrachis—or the grand contour of Angelo.
—Grant me patience, just Heaven !—Of all the cants which are
canted in this canting world—though the cant of hypocrites may
be the worst—the cant of criticism is the most tormenting 1 "

Reynolds had obtained his piesidentship of the Royal Academy
by influence and intrigue, and he used that position to put forth
his views in discourses to the students. His opinions thus had an
appearance of orthodoxy and the discourses, written in the pedantic
manner of Dr. Johnson, delighted the Squirarchy, and are still the
only work on painting to be found in most gentlemen's libraries.
His attitude is shown in the opening sentences of his first discourse
where he speaks of art as " the last ornament of opulence and
power "—a view which flattered the Squirarchy, but earned him
the hatred of every honest man.

Reynolds was a master in the art of damning with faint praise ;
he used it mercilessly against his contemporaries and particularly
against the one rival whom he really feared, Thomas Gainsborough.

Most people know Gainsborough only as a portrait painter and
primarily as a painter of charming women. Certainly he was the
greatest of the English portraitists and he painted the most
charming women, but he began as a painter of landscapes and
rustic scenes, and was only driven to portraiture as a means of
living. He could get no money for anything but his portraits, and
although he continued to paint other subjects all his life they were
either given away to his friends or remained in his studio until his
death. He proved the truth of Hogarth's bitter saying—" In
Holland, selfishness is the ruling passion ; in England, vanity is
united with it. Portrait painting, therefore, ever has, and ever
will succeed better in this country than in any other."

As a painter of portraits Gainsborough stands alone in having
satisfied the vanity of his sitters without the least sign of insincerity.
So wide was his sympathy and so keen was his eye in perceiving
beauty that he seems to have found all his sitters as interesting as
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he has represented them. Each one appears to us as an intimate
and honoured friend, and so he must have seen them. There is,
at any rate, record of his frankly refusing to paint one noble lord
because he could see nothing to admire in him.

In several instances Reynolds and Gainsborough painted the
same people, and a comparison shows us the difference in their
points of view. Reynolds shows us a pagan deity disguised as a
human being ; Gainsborough introduces us to a friend whom we
are glad to meet.

The influence of Gainsborough on other painters is more notice-
able in landscape than in portraiture. His sympathetic apprecia-
tion of character and charm, and his loose, sensitive brushwork,
were things that no one could have taught him and that no one
could learn from him. In his landscapes the qualities are more
tangible. To much of the lyrical quality of Wilson he added a
oloser observation of the detail of nature with a correspondingly
greater intricacy of design. Herein we see the first influence of the
Dutch painters. Gainsborough was a Suffolk man whose native
county, where he painted his first landscapes, was rich in Dutch
pictures and thus he forms a connecting link between Wilson and
the great East Anglians of the next generation.*

In spite of the work of Gainsborough the Squirarchy continued
to patronise such foreigners as Zoffany and Fuseli and those por-
traitists who were least English in feeling. Romney, with his in-
sistence on line and his emphasis of local colour, and Lawrence,
with his clear precision and enormous areas of background, might
both have been Frenchmen. A great deal of good portraiture in
the English manner was done during this period, but in most cases
the painters had hard work to make a living, and still await the
recognition they deserve.

How little real appreciation our picture collectors have for the
English portraitists is shown by the market value of their works.
The portraits of women, whether by Reynolds, Gainsborough,
Romney or Lawrence, still fetch about double the price of the
portraite of men. The men's portraits are usually the better,
since the painters had a better understanding of their sitters' charac-
ters, and still more because the men's costume in the eighteenth
century was extremely becoming, whereas that of the women was
perhaps the ugliest and the most unpaintable in all history.

In the last years of the eighteenth century the national school of

* Gainsborough was as much devoted to music as he was to painting. Hi a friend
Jackson records that " there were times when music seemed to be his employment
and painting his diversion." He played a number of instruments and had a con-
siderable reputation as a violinist. [See Leisure Hour for May, June and October.
1882.—ED.]
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landscape grew with amazing rapidity, and by the year 1800
Morland, Crome, Barker, Turner, Girtin, Constable, Varley, Cotman
and a host of others were showing forth the beauty of English town
and country and developing the resources both of oil and water
colour.

As Hogarth expressed, in all his work; the mind and character
of a Londoner so George Morland expressed that of an English
countryman. Gainsborough, in his poetic renderings of country
life, had shown the possibilities of English landscape, and Morland,
specializing in the life of village and farm, expressed his love of it
with a robust simplicity that has never been excelled. Within the
limits of his subject matter he was perhaps the greatest technician
that has ever lived. He was unbusinesslike, and something of a
spendthrift, so that the art patrons cannot be wholly blamed for
his financial failure. In the case of John Crome they have no such
excuse. That great genius earned his living by teaching drawing
and painting inn signs, and for such a masterpiece as his " Mouse-
hold Heath," now in the National Gallery, his widow was able to
obtain only one pound.

In Crome we have an East Anglian, who, like Gainsborough,
learned much from the Dutch landscapists. He gave drawing
lessons in Norwich and the surrounding district, and at many of
the houses he thus visited was able to study the works of Hobbema,
Ruysdael and other masters. He learned certain technical lessons
from them, but the whole of his work is that of a typical English-
man. Born in 1709 he was the senior of the three great East
Angliari8 of this period, Constable being born in 1779 and Cotman
in 1782.

Constable's best work is that in which he used the typical English
method of direct fluid paint. All his sketches and many of his
large canvases are superb, but he had a tendency at times to sacrifice
beauty of paint to elaboration of effect and the result is the dullness
that we see in such pictures as " The Hay Wain " and " The Valley
Farm " by which, unfortunately, he is best known to the public.

Gainsborough, Morland, Crome, Constable and indeed almost all
the English landscapists show the same motive in their work. The
dominant emotion they express is the love of their native soil. They
loved England, and each loved best his own home. Gainsborough
used his powers to the fullest in depicting Cornard Wood and other
scenes of his boyhood. With Crome it was Norwich and Mousehold
Heath that gave him the thrill which he communicates to all who
see his pictures ; and it was his native Dedham and his father's
mill that inspired Constable to his highest poetry. But in Turner
we meet a different spirit.
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There is in the English another characteristic—the love of ad-
venture in strange lands. In most Englishmen it struggles with the
love of home ; sometimes it overcomes it. And so, though a home-
loving people they are a nation of explorers. It is this spirit of
adventure that animates the whole of Turner's work. The delight
of his boyhood was the lower Thames, where ships returned from
perilous voyages ; his first earnings were spent in travel and his
long life was one of restless wandering. In his old age, when he hid
from those who knew him as a painter, it was as a retired sea captain
that he chose to masquerade.

Before saying more of Turner I must go back a generation and
trace the development of the medium in which he did his best
work—that of water-colour. English water-colour owes its origin
to Paul Sanby who was born in 1725. The method had, of course,
been used in many countries long before his day ; but it had been
used only for making sketches and studies. The washes were
usually in monochrome over pen or chalk drawings. Sanby and
the generation that followed him developed this method until it
became capable of the most powerful and subtle expression. They
became gradually bolder in brilliancy and depth of colour and less
dependent on the use of the pen.

Sanby not only led the way to a school of water colour, but h©
also invented the spirit aquatint by which water-colours could be
reproduced and used as book illustrations.

By the year 1809, when Sanby died, water-colour had reached its
zenith. It had become an art as national as the Elizabethan
drama or the colour-prints of Japan.

At this period there was no market whatever for water-colours
as works of art. Every one of the painters had to earn his living
by teaching drawing or by making topographical illustrations for
guide-books, etc.

The commercial failure of the new method had several causes.
It is commonly attributed to a distrust of its permanency, but I
think that this was only a minor reason.* The fewness and cheap-
ness of the materials required and their portability made water-
colour the most popular method for the amateur. A sketch book
and brush were as much part of a gentleman's travelling equipment
as a camera is to-day. Oil paint, the method of the Italians, had
a glamour such as the public feels at the mention of " Grand Opera,"
and even now they will only pay for a water-colour about half the
price that they would pay for an oil-painting of equivalent merit.

* " Peter Pindar," the popular critic of the period, speaks of water-colours a*
" perishable spittles."

Cc



364 MUSIC AND LETTERS.

As to permanence, some of tbe early water-colours have faded on
account of the vegetable pigments then in use, others have been
destroyed by damp. On the whole they have lasted better than
the oil-paintings and with modem pigments should be far more
permanent.

The quantity of good water-colours produced round about the
year 1800 is enormous and the variety of treatment is astonishing.
John Robert Cozens, Thomas Rowlandson, John Varley, David
Cox, Peter de Wint and a score of others each adapted the medium
to 8,uit his own temperament. Three men of genius stand out as
supreme masters. Tom Girtin and J. M. W. Turner, both bom in
1775, and John Sell Cotman, born in 1782. Girtin died when he
was twenty-seven, Turner lived to old age and fame. Cotman's
whole life was a struggle against poverty. He left some superb
work but much of it was damaged by the necessity of producing
drawings that his pupils could easily copy.

It is usual to speak of Girtin and Turner together because they
were intimate friends and because Turner's early work was largely
influenced by Girtdn's example. They were, however, men of
widely different character. Girtin we can see clearly. Turner is
still hidden in the cloud of breath that Ruskin expended in his
praise. At the risk of mixing my metaphors I will try to suggest
their characteristics.

Girtin always saw his subject as a whole and had complete control
of it. His immense power was restrained by a severe economy of
means. Nothing was allowed to break the serene unity of his
intention. Hi a line has the majestic rhythm of Milton. His tone
is that of a 'cello.

Turner, thanks to Girtin's teaching, could design in a great style,
but usually be dissipated the design with his unrestrained passion
for detail, and crowded his subject with endless interpolation. His
line suggests the intricate metres of Shelley. His work has the
vivacious brilliancy of a violin and he was a veritable Paganini. I t
was by his exquisitely subtle phrasing and bewildering speed, and
by harmonies that baffle analysis, that he expressed his complex
personality. None of his oil-paintings can compare technically
with his water-colours. His oil methods were only an adaptation
of water-colour used with complete disregard of tbeir permanence.
He sacrificed style and pictorial quality to tbe recording of his vast
knowledge of nature, and came at last to betray Nature herself for
the sake of romantic glamour. In power of observation and visual
memory he is unexcelled even by such giants as Leonardo and
Dflrer and his output of work was probably the largest ever achieved
by a painter. lake Constable he is best known by his worst work.
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With all his faults he was the greatest poet that ever painted land-
scape.

I have said nothing of the paintings of William Blake because
they are not his most typical work. He must be ranked as our
greatest engraver and book-decorator.

By the middle of the nineteenth century a great change and
decay had come upon the English painters ; their aim was no
longer expression, but the making of pictures. Many of them
possessed great technical ability, but it was wasted on the most
trivial motives. William Mulready and Sir Edwin Landseer are
typical examples. One great man, Alfred Stevens, stood apart
from his fellows, unrecognized by them and unappreciated by the
patrons. He is now seen to be one of the greatest sculptors of the
world and our greatest oil-painter since Hogarth. He left very few
paintings. They include some superb portraits and the finest
decorative paintings ever done by an Englishman. TTia technical
methods were those that he learned during a nine years studentship
in Italy, but the character of his work is purely English. He tried,
at first, to earn a living by portraiture, but was forced to abandon
it. A great part of his life was spent in teaching and in making
designs for tiles, lamp-poste, fire-irons, etc. TTi« greatest work,
the monument to the Duke of Wellington in St. Paul's Cathedral,,
was left unfinished through the interference of the authorities.

Contemporary with Stevens, but blessed with longer life, was
George Frederick Watts, the second painter of the Squirarchy.
The personal character of this simple philosopher-is a complete
contrast to that of Reynolds, but in artistic aim they are brothers^
The chief difference between them is that, whereas Reynolds evolved
his style from the Roman painters, Watts was a follower of the
Venetians. Both of them sought the " grand style " and neither
of them thought of looking for it outside Italy.

Apart from Stevens and Watts, English painting was, as I have
said, at a low ebb. There was plenty of intellectual activity and
a revolt against academic dullness came in the form of the " pre-
Raphaelite " movement. I speak of the movement rather than of
the " brotherhood " as I wish to include such men as Ford Madox
Brown, Frederick Sandys and John Brett.

The pre-Raphaelite movement was the result of two foreign in-
fluences working on a group of enthusiastic young men. One of
these influences was the Italian romanticism that came through
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the other was the detailed realism of th&
early Flemish painters which came through Ford Madox Brown.
A third influence was the medievalism of William Morris. The
movement included a number of men who were undoubtedly great
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and some of their achievements will always be memorable, but on
the whole the movement was a failure, for two reasons. Firstly it
was an intellectual revolt but not an artistic one. The pre-
Raphaelites were more pedantic in their theories than the acade-
micians and none of them showed that sensuous enjoyment of paint
which is equivalent to the " music " of poetry. Secondly, there
was no revolt against the great weakness of the time, the senti-
mentality from which Stevens alone was free. If anything, the
pre-Raphaelites accentuated this weakness. We see it now as a
blemish, whether in the paintings of Watts or in the writings of
Dickens, but at the time it was accepted as a high attribute of art.
It was a soapy bubble, burst finally by the sting of Whistler.

James M'Neill Whistler was a Parisian-American and cannot be
included amongst the English painters. His teaching did much
to discredit the feeble academic work that was in fashion and his
example led a great number of the younger painters to go and
study in Paris, which came to be considered the artistic capital of
the world. Some few of the painters trained there retained, or
recovered, their nationality ; but the greater number should be
classified as of the Parisian school.

We have seen how English painting has been invaded in each
generation by some foreign influence. It is interesting to note the
great effect that English painting has had on the French. Con-
stable and Crome were the inspiration of the Barbizon school and
Turner was the father of the impressionists.

At the present day the English school is more independent than
ever before and an enormous variety of really original work is being
done. If only there were a market for it I

And now, a word as to why this article is addressed to musicians.
In theorising about painting, innumerable problems are encoun-
tered which cannot be solved by direct logic. It is necessary to
" side-track "—to find analagous propositions in some other form
of art. This method has the double advantage of suggesting fresh
ideas, and, by giving a fresh point of view, of showing up fallacies.
The art which provides the closest analogies to painting is music,
both in its history and in its laws of composition. Some know-
ledge of musio is therefore of immense value to a painter. I feel
sure that the converse is also true and hope that this brief summary
of English painting may give food for thought to those who are
interested in the parallel problems in music.

PHILIP HAOKEEN.


